'THE   IMMORTAL   REAR-GUARD
giving out. His mounted force was less than a single
squadron. Such 'was the toll exacted by the honourable
post of rear-guard to the Grand Army.
Moreover his corps, by reason of its position, was the
worst provided in whatever chances remained of dis-
tributing the remnant of flour and the failing horse-flesh.
And -within a few hours of entering Smolensk he was
called upon again to take up a covering position as the
army was leaving. Haste was necessary in order to reach
the Beresina crossing, its next point of crisis, before the
Russians who were moving up from the south.
That night the sentries of the rear-guard were almost
driven from their stations by the torturing cold. But
they stood to it, as did the rest of the corps when the
attack developed about daybreak. By a miracle of
fighting the evacuation was made secure, and although
forced to abandon more guns, wagons, and wounded on
the iyth5 'when the 3rd Corps marched from Smolensk,
the demonstration had shown Ney that the fighting
power of his men could even yet surmount the physical.
This was the very stuff of the Grand Army. Numbers
were also growing with the constant arrival of stragglers
until he was leading a good 5,000. But the guns had
lessened to six, while only a bunch remained of the part-
squadron of cavalry.
There was an incident when the last detachments
moved out of Smolensk. Among them was the love
escort3, -women, often with children, -who -were trans-
ported on sledges. On one of the most crowded -was a
boy, aged about five, whose mother pushed him off into
the snow. Twice this happened, and each time the
Marshal replaced the child with his own hands. Finally
the "woman was left behind, and the child passed to
another.
Ney had retarded his own movement by a show of
obstinate bravery. For on being warned by Davout,
who was told off to wreck the ramparts before leaving,
that his operation would impede the tail of the columns,
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